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The Effect of Athletic Participation on Self-Esteem: A Meta-Analysis
Tom Geiger ’09 & Professor Sarah Murnen 
Department of Psychology, Kenyon College
Abstract
The relationship between athletic participation and self-esteem in both genders 
was evaluated using meta-analysis.  A total of 20 studies (36 effect sizes) were 
used to examine this effect size.  The effect sizes of gender, age of subjects, 
and self-esteem measure used were also looked at.  There was a relatively 
small but significant effect size for the relationship between athletic participation 
and self-esteem across all samples. For the male-only studies, the effect sizes 
were significantly larger in the high school-aged samples in addition to studies 
that used self-esteem measures other than Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale.  
Overall, these results support what the majority of researchers agree upon –
that there is a relationship between sport participation and level of self-esteem.  
However, as some of the included studies point out, this relationship may be 
heavily influenced by certain mediating factors.
Method:
A total of 36 effects were compiled from 20 different studies.  A 
number of these studies were collected using the online 
databases PsycINFO, ERIC, and JSTOR, and the remaining 
articles were found via the reference sections of some of the 
already collected articles.
The operational definition of sports participation was 
membership on a competitive athletic team in either high school 
or college.  Studies using subjects under the age of 18 were 
placed in the high school category and over the age of 18 in the 
college category.  Nearly half of the studies used the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale to measure self-esteem.  All studies using 




Across all samples the effect size was was r = .154.  The 
value was small but statistically significant, Z = 40.13, 
p<.01.  There was significant heterogeneity in r values 
across the studies, X2(35) = 111.65, p<.01.   There was 
also a significant association of gender grouping with 
variability in r, X2 (2) = 20.71, p<.01.
Female Samples
Sixteen samples contained data for females only. The 
overall effect size for females was found to be r = .139, 
which was statistically significant, Z= 26.76 p<.01.  There 
was significant heterogeneity in the effect sizes across 
studies, X2 (15) = 38.18, p < .01.
Male Samples
There were ten male samples, and the overall effect size 
was statistically significant, r = .174, which was statistically 
significant, Z = 29.45 p<.01.  There was significant 
heterogeneity in the effect sizes across studies, X2 (9) = 
25.07, p < .01.
For males, R values were significantly bigger in the high 
school samples compared to the college samples; and 
effect sizes were bigger in studies where the scale used to 
measure self-esteem was not the Rosenberg scale.
Combined Samples
The remaining nine samples combined males and females 
in the analyses.  The effect size for this group was r = .151, 
and it was statistically significant, Z = 6.92, p < .01.  There 
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Introduction:
Self-esteem is an attribute that is often heavily influenced by the 
many unavoidable changes we face during adolescence.  
Moreover, it is very often dependant on our decisions to join and 
participate in certain clubs and activities.  Because athletic 
participation is essentially the only extracurricular activity that our 
society nationally recognizes, it makes sense that athletes would 
have higher levels of self-worth than nonathletes.  Furthermore, it 
seems likely that this effect size would be larger for males than it 
would be for females, as males are expected to meet certain 
sociocultural standards that are less compelled upon females.
A great deal of research has concluded that participation in sports 
and self-esteem are in fact linked to one another.  Thus, using 
meta-analysis, it was hypothesized that sports participation would 
be positively correlated to self-esteem, and that this effect size 
would be significantly larger for males than females.  It was also 
hypothesized that the difference between athletes and nonathletes 
would be marked by significant heterogeneity.  As a result, effect 
sizes due to the ages of participants and the measures of self-
esteem used were compared.
Meta-analysis permits a statistical summary of 
numerous studies addressing the same 
question.
Discussion
This meta-analysis found that, as most researchers agree, athletes tend to have 
greater levels of self-esteem than nonathletes, and that their results are, for the most 
part, relatively consistent.
One rather important finding was the significant difference between male and female 
effect sizes. This information did not come as a surprise because, as mentioned earlier, 
sports are still a male-dominated domain (Tracy & Erkut, 2002).  Consequently, it is not 
surprising that males who are not athletic participants might not think as highly of 
themselves if they are not meeting certain sociocultural expectancies.
Another interesting finding was the significant difference in the effect size of high 
school-aged boys from that of college-aged boys. Because colleges and universities 
are often much larger and have more competitive sports programs than high schools, it 
may be that male college students feel less obligated to participate in sports and other 
physical activities that they may have felt obligated to be a part of in high school.
It is important to note that a lot of research has concluded that sports participation 
alone is not related to self-esteem; many researchers feel that there are certain 
mediators that strongly influence this relationship, such as body esteem, physical 
competence, and peer acceptance, and even suggest that there is no relationship at all 
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